Evidence to evaluate this question is drawn here from the results of a series of innovative experiments conducted by the UK Electoral Commission using 59 pilot voting schemes available to 6.4 million citizens (14 per cent of the English electorate) in the 1 May 2003 English local elections. These contests are characteristically low-salience campaigns, determining control of local town halls up and down the land, but commonly stirring minimal interest among the media and the public. Turnout is usually fairly low; for example only one-third of the electorate voted in the previous year's contests. The most recent range of pilot schemes used by the UK Election Commission provide an exceptionally good test of the effects of modernizing electoral administration and voting facilities. Implications can be drawn well-beyond the particular context, as the electorate in each district cast legal votes with the outcome determining the election of local representatives and the partisan control of councils.
These studies built upon the experience of the more limited pilot schemes tried in 2000 and 2002. In the May 2003 elections, 59 different English local districts tested alternative ways of facilitating electronic voting, including use of the Internet from home and public access sites, interactive digital television, SMS text messaging and touch-tone telephones. Pilots also used all-postal ballots, getting electronic information to voters, extended voting periods, and electronic counting.
The evidence from the election results, and from the survey conducted after the contest, confirms that use of all-postal voting facilities generated a turnout of about 50 per cent, compared with average turnout of about 35 per cent in the same districts. All-postal voting also improved public satisfaction with the electoral process, as intended. Nevertheless there are good reasons to be skeptical about claims that electronic technologies can automatically resuscitate electoral participation. Remote e-voting, in particular, may expand citizen choice, but it proved far less effective in improving turnout than the implementation of old-fashioned snail-mail (all-postal ballots). The age profile of who used different voting mechanisms provides an important clue to their effects.
The UK Electoral Commission (2003) has evaluated the results of the trials and this analysis will contribute towards the government's proposed reforms of voting procedures in future UK elections. The July 2003 report issued by the UK Electoral Commission, The Shape of Elections to Come, recommended rolling out all-postal votes as standard practice for all local elections, with further evaluation
